The History of Hebburn’s Tharsis Sulpher & Copper Company 1923 period

M sourcg of gmplogment was the gxtracting of copper from burnt pyritgs at theg works of
theg Tharsis Sulpher & Copper Company in which wereg gngaged over 450 men. These
works were gstablished about 1869, and theg system adapted for the gxtracting of the
copper was gxtrgmely intgrgsting, as showing the geonomy of applied scignee. These
pyrites came originally from the Tharsis mings in the south of Spain dirget to the chgmical
manufacturegr who burnt off theg sulphgr for theg making of sulpharic acid. Over 1000 tons
of burnt pyrites was treated wegkly at thgsg works, from which was gxtracted large
quantitigs of copper lgaving a rgsidug of ngarly the original weight (1000 tons). This
regsidug was still valuablg for it containgd 56% of metallic iron and was sgnt to the
ironworks in this and the Middlgsbrough district. Besidegs gxtracting and refining this
class of copper they smelted and refined large quantitigs of copper precipitate obtaingd
at thg mings from both thg abovg souregs. Betweegn 3000 and 6000 tons of copper was
produeed per annum and it was chigfly gxported to the contingnt in the shapge of cakes
and ingots. The Tharsis mings in Spain bglonged to the Company who had works at
Willington on Tyng, Glasgow, Oldbury, Widngs & Cardiff with a total output of nearly
12000 tons ygearly.

Now thg pyrites, known by thg workmen as copper org, werg brought up to theg bank top in
wagons similar to the wagons used in coalmings, usually known as black wagons with an
approximatg load of 2 tons. Thereg werg large sheds at the bank top under which werg the
bunkers, and the rails passed over thg bunkers so that wagons could dischargg their load
between the rails into the bunker. Young men aged between 16 to 25 grs old were
gmployed as trimmers in these bunkers at a wagg of £1-9-2 a week. Therg job was to trim
the org onto the conveyor belts. These young men had to usg safety belts as the org used
to movg away from the top, so without a belt the trimmers werg in constant danger of
being burigd alive. This did happgn to a ygoung man by the name of tlallam who lived in
Hebburn. It so happened that hg had no safety belt on and unfortunately the ore started to
movge and hg was completely buried. You sgge, these belts had a Igngth of strong ropg or
chain attached, and the other gnd was fixed to a high point in the bunker. Mr Stewart the
Undgr- Managgr was in the arga at the timg and as soon as hg was informed of the
accident hg immediately rushed down below & openegd the shatter to allow thg org to come
through, but as the young man camg through heg was found to bg dead.

Now as theg org was beging trimmed it was carricd away on econveyor belts to the Mills
where it was erushed. Therg it was transferred to the furnaces of the Retort type where the
Sulpher was burnt off. These furnaces had a stegl shaft going right through the top egntre
& into the furnacge. Thereg werge strong steel scrapers attached to the shaft which revolved



inside the furnacg & continually moved theg org around. Whilg in the procgss of having the
Sulpher burnt off thegseg furnaces were heated by gas which was madg by their own gas
producer situated near the furnacgs. It was worked by thrgg megn on an ¢ight hour shift.

Now the negxt part of the procgss was discharging it from the basg of the furnacg into iron
bogeys running on a small gauge set of rails alongside the furnaces. This part of the
procgss requiregd strong men as it was not only very hgavy but also very hot gspeeially
when opening the chute. The burnt org was often red hot as it gntered the bogeys which
were of the tip up type. The basg of the bogey was of a most strong iron or steel and the
containgr was of iron. Now this part of the factory was known as the Calcining Housg and
the megn werg known as ‘tank casters’, and this part of the works covered a large arga.

The workmen worg clogs, and | may add that they could wear a pair out in Igss than two
weeRs as sulphurie acid was used in the proegss. The men always had a towgl round their
ngeks, which was oftgn used as a gag when therg was gas in the air. Whilg discharging the
furnacgs in thg building therg werg mang rows of tanks with a small gauge set of rails
running betwegen gach row. The org was tipped into the tanks the sulphuric acid was run
into them from two Towgers approximately 150 ft high. The acid was run down through long
woodgn ehanngls and into the Calecining Housg tanks that had the burnt org in them. |
beligve they werg lgft for several daygs then the dilutg acid was run off. Then the tank
carters wgnt in & cast thg contgnts out of thg tanks into what werg callgd 'Sidg wagons’
which had a side that could bg Igt down for discharging. {1t the top of the bank, which was
closg to the two Towers kKnown as Condgnsers was the €nging Tlousg wherg therg was an
glgetric power driven winding motor used to haul thg wagons up to the bank top. Now at
this point was a woodgn structurg about 20 ft high known as ‘theg gears’. It was actually a
flyover which lgd into the brick gard which [ may add was theg negxt part of the procgss.
Now oftgn thg megn who werg at the top of the gears took the gndlgss ropeg hook of the
wagons and pushed them along the gears into the brickyard. This is where the wagon
discharged its load into the Pug Mill which was also well above ground Igvel. Cart men
werg sub-contracted out from Mr Ben Towell who at this timg owned the Red Housg Farm.
Their work was to bring loads of common clay from outside the works and this was mixed
in with the ‘Blug Billy’ that it was kKnown as after it was proegssed in theg Caleining housg.

Now bgfore | deal with the Brickyard, I will gxplain the purposg of the Condgnsers that |
mentioned earligr. They werg approx 150 ft high and abouat 8 to 10 feet squarg. There werg
two in number built of firgbrick and rginforeed with broad metal or iron bands which
overlapped the sides of the Condgnsers. lsong steel rods went through the ends of the
bands with large loeck nuts holding them together, and the wholg structurg was covered
with piteh. lsarge pipes about 2ft in diameter gntered the sides of the Condegnsers at the
basg. These pipegs camg up through the ground from a deep flug 6 to 7 feet degp which led
up from the Caleining Housg. The gas from the retort furnaces was foreed up this flug by a



large gxtractor fan into theg Condgnsers, the interior of which was completely loaded with
hard cokg. Now on the top of gach condgnser was a large tank about 4ft in dgpth,
although from the top ¢dge of the tank to about 4ft down was s large steel or iron plate
reaching right across. It was perforated with holgs just inchgs apart with small tubgs
coming up through the platg to about 2 inchgs high. €ach of them had a small poreglain
cover which allowed water to go down and into thg Condgnsers, at the samge time
preventing the gas from coming up through the top. Row this part of the plant was used in
the production of sulphuric acid. logt us now turn to thg Brickyard.

s | mentioned beforeg, common clay was mixed with the Blug Billy and brought to the
consistency of well mixed cement. This was then discharged into a lower chamber or
cavity and down bglow, undgrngath was a chuteg with a moveablg slide to gt the blug billy
be discharged into thg barrows. Now four men werg egmploged who werg Rnown as ‘wet
barrow mgn’ and they worked on a pigege rate. Now thgseg barrows werg large and lingd out
with thin shegt iron and the front part was shaped likg a council workman’s dumper and
they could hold segveral hundredwgight. Ong might beg gxcused for thinking that its
contegnts would bg very hgavy on the shaft of the barrow which had only ong whegl but
this was right undgr the cegntreg and took thg weight off the handlgs. It was then a matter of
balaneg. Therg werg four brick flats which werg fairly large with narrow flugs just below
the surface, and the fire box was below the surface by about 3 ft. The barrow men used
moulds which werg similar to a bggs honggeomb but on a larger scalg in which moulded
bricks about 12 inches by 7 inchgs werg made. These werg Igft on the flats for sgveral days
until they were dry gnough for lifting and this is where the barrow men took over. The
barrows that they used werge similar to the old fashiongd porter’s barrow. Their job was to
put the brieks into the Rilns which werg then sgaled in and fired for two or threeg days,
whgn another squad of megn wereg employed to dischargg them. Now this work was very
hot and hard, and hand rags had to bg used as the bricks were very brittlg and hot. The
men used a builders tgpe of barrow which thgy had to push up a gangway and tip there
load into NER trucks which then transported them to the Stggl Works in this and other
Pistricts Before [ deal with the ngxrt part of the procegss it is ngegssary to mention that
sgvgral sets of railway lings Igd into the works from the North €aster Railway to bring
wagons with large quantitigs of coal, firgbricks, cgment and mangy other materials
including scrap iron and drillings from shipyards. €ven rag & bong men used to bring
scrap iron in, also old pots and pans, egmpty milk tins, gven large paint drums ¢te. | have
sgen the ragmen gmpty water out of the very large drums after being weighed on the
scalgs and paid for as well. The railway lings branched off to the various dirgetions at the
top part of the factory. Now I will dgal with the Preeipit House, where large quantitigs of
precipitatg was manufactured. The procgss was as follows.



Joung men or boys werg gmployged in this dgpartment whegling scrap iron from small
opgn pits closg by into the Preeipit House. Tlgre rows of tanks or some might call them
vats, and in begtwgen gach row therg was a gangway about threg planks wide almost [gvel
with the top of the tanks, along which werg steel or metal pipes about 4 to 5 inchgs in
diameter. Now thegse steam pipegs werg of high pressurg brought up from the boilgr house.
Therg werg also hegavy wooden gutters or channgls in which flowed sulpharie acid and
when thegse tanks werg loaded with serap they were topped up with sulpharie acid ran in
from the channgls. Now at gach tank the steam pipe was at about thg samg lgvel as the
gangway and at gach short branch off theg main steam pipe led in over the ¢dge, reaching
just abovg the lgvel of the acid. When the valvg was opgned a powerful jet of steam was
foreed into the acid and its contents. This went on for somg considegrable timeg until the
contegnts of the tank werg dissolved into a slimy substancg that is preeipit. Then ang acid
in the tank was run off. Then the tank cartg would get in and shovel the preeipit out. This is
wherg the young men were brought in. The tank caster filled their barrows with precipit
and they took it along to wherg there was a large perforated iron plate which was used as
a riddleg as there was always a certain amount of serap Igft in. The young men then tipped
their barrow load of precipit onto the riddlg whilg anothgr man with a hose pipe coupled
upto a watgr pipg used to was the precipit through into a pit, and when it was full ong of
the men would rake off the serap. Then they lifted the plate to ong sideg and proegeded to
load their barrows. It was then taken a few gards and tipped over the sidg of the refingry,
this being on a lower lgvel by about gight to ten feet.

{Ind now lgt us turn our attgntion to theg Refingry, which although not very wide was
certainly a long building. There werg 14 or 15 furnacgs in this building for refining, bat |
may ad that they were never all used at the same timeg as some would be under repair.
Brick lagers were often callegd in to rgpair the flug of the furnacgs as the intensg heat
would burn the brickwork until it was wafer thin.

Now the preecipit that was tipped into the refingry was put into the furnacgs along with
othgr serap copper, usually in the form of pigs, and charged through the side of the
furnacg, When the furnacg was regady for tapping, this took placg at the front gnd where
there was a bed of sand spregad out so that when the furnace was tapped thg moltgn mass
was formed into pigs. When they were s¢t and cooled somge of them werg taken along to
the north gast gnd of the refingry where they pat them into a cupola. The rgason being
there was a lot of slag in them which had to bg smelted down again. The cupola was just
likg a factory ehimngy and round in structure. Now the furnacg door was almost on a
lgvel with the refinegry floor, but under the floor was a fairly large cavity wherg the furnace
men worked. This was at thg basg of the furnacg, and when the contents werge ready for
tapping it was run into a large bed of sand. {fter it was s¢t and and cooled out it was then
takegn up to the four furnacgs at thg other gnd of the refingry for a final chargg, but by this



timeg most of the impurities were ¢liminated. Now these last four furnaces were slightly
different from the rest as far as the tapping of them was coneerned Instgad of tapping a
holg therg was a holg in front of the furnacg approx 18 inchegs squarg and when the
furnacg had begn fully charged a quarrel was placed over thg opegning of the front of the
furnacg, and I think therg was an iron bar placed in front to Regp it in position. {Ibout
four yards in front of the furnacegs therg were two or threg steel or iron troughs about five
or six feet long and threg feet wide, with a steel shaft fixed from ong gnd of the trough to
thg other gnd at the top edge. On this shaft therg were tgn or twelve steel moulds which
could be tipped over. Now thgsg four furnacegs wereg degper than thg other ongs, the
regason being that theg moltgn copper had to be ladlgd out.Thereg were hand ladlgs about
four feet long with a bowl large gnough to hold gnough moltgn copper to fill two moulds,
and | may sagy that the copper at this stage was absolutely purg. This work was very hot
and [ haveg watched thegsg furnacgmen on numerous occasions whilg | was working with
the bricklaggers. oix refining furnacg men werg employged on thegse four furnacgs, and |
beligve they werg the top wage ecarngrs. { labourer was gmploged who worked with these
mgen by thg namge of William lsloyd, and his work gntailed tipping the ingots out of the
moulds when cooled off. Then with a pair of tongs would lift the ingot out of the trough
into theg barrow, which hg wheglgd about 20 yards to wherg there was a chute at a stegp
angle, shouting all the way ‘am hereg, am herg am here’. The reason being that the men
down below werg collgeting the ingots and whegling them across a covered bridge which
lgd over the riverside road. Then they were lowgred to the ground which was theg same
lgvel as the Jetty and | beligvg this was wherg they werge held in storagg, and as required
they were hauled up to the bank top for dispateh to thg Contingnt.

George Falconer.




